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THE HEAVINESS OF LIGHT 

I
In the closing scene of the 1961 film The 
Misfits, Marilyn Monroe sits beside Clark 
Gable on the bench-seat of a pickup truck. 
Monroe doesn’t know it yet but she is about 
to speak the final line of the last film she 
will ever complete. Gable doesn’t know it 
but two days after filming he will have a 
fatal heart attack. With the rear projection 
rolling behind them, the moment stretches 
out silently like the road. 

With fear discernible in her voice, Monroe 
asks Gable: “How do you find your way back 
in the dark?”  “Just head for that big star 
straight on,” he says. “The highway’s under 
it. It’ll take us right home.”

II
The night sky is not only a compass, but 
also a time machine. This is a cliché 
of the indie film: two characters on the 
cusp of becoming romantically involved 
philosophise about the starry night. One 
character tells the other that the light from 
a particular star has travelled hundreds of 
years to reach them. In fact it is possible, 
they say, that the star they are viewing 
has already been extinguished and they 
wouldn’t even know it. 

It’s almost as though the actors are 
inexplicably drawn to this dialogue because 
they sense that they are the stars that 
they speak of. The light reflecting off their 
flesh, and into the camera lens, has already 
begun a journey toward a future in which 
they no longer exist. 

The Phoenix Portal, 2005
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III
Jan Oort first postulated the existence 
of dark matter in 1932 to account for the 
orbital velocities of stars in the Milky 
Way. While it is not possible to perceive 
dark matter directly, its presence can 
be inferred through the gravitational 
forces that it exerts on visible matter. 
Since 2005 we have been pursuing the 
speculative hypothesis that a form of 
dark matter pervades the star systems 
of screen culture. Beyond these familiar 
constellations of light is an oblique event 
horizon that weighs heavy on the spacetime 
of the screen encounter. 

Jean Cocteau understood this. Cinema, he 
said, films death at work.

IV
It is no coincidence that the spiritualist 
movement of the late 1800s emerged 
concurrently with the development of 
recorded-media technologies. Like 
a spiritual medium channeling the 
supernatural through a séance, the 
recorded medium acts as a conduit for 
apparitions of the deceased. 

V
By transcoding light into data, digital 
video short-circuits cinema’s indexical 
connection to the past. Instead of 
embalming time, the digital image offers 
itself as an open source cipher that is 
hybrid, polymorphous and plastic. But 
this does not negate the past’s relentless 
claims on the present. Digital media 
inherits the ever-expanding crypt of 

After the Rainbow, 2009
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recorded dead accumulated over a century 
of light years. 

What is required of a cinematics of 
dark matter is to reconcile the quantum 
indeterminacy of the digital image and the 
spectral hauntology of the recording. 

VI
Since its inception, recorded media has 
acted as a mutagen for the dispersal of 
self. Which is to say that the recordings 
we consume also take a record of us. Each 
time we watch a film the singularity of the 
encounter is encrypted into the recording 
– creating a dormant collapsar between a 
past and future self.

VII
Until recently the skin of the screen 

star remained anchored to a sense of 
chronology. But with their surgically taut 
exteriors, the contemporary actor has 
become further unstuck from time. The 
body clock of this new morphology is less 
about youth than an agelessness that is 
indeterminate and set adrift. 

And perhaps everything that we now 
consider definitive of classical cinema 
will one day be eclipsed by an unforeseen 
historical significance: wrinkles in time. 
Viewers in a distant future will turn to the 
cinema of last century to once again look 
upon the inscriptions of age. 

VIII
In A Brief History of Time Stephen Hawking 
writes that “spacetime is not flat as had 
been previously assumed: it is curved or 

The Time that Remains, 2012
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warped by the distribution of mass and 
energy in it.” The Dark Matter series is 
a postulation of this principal within the 
matrix of screen culture. Resisting the 
flattening topography of ahistoricism, 
this research seeks a means of rendering 
virtual proximities between the past and 
preset that do not erase the weighty 
contours of personal and historical 
experiences of time.

IX
The phrase “I died” is an impossible 
utterance, yet this is precisely what the 
image of a deceased screen star says. This 
is why we shudder as we watch Marilyn, 
intuiting a future present to which we are 
ourselves anterior.

Soda_Jerk, 2013
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Soda_Jerk is a two-person art collective 
that works with found material to trouble 
formulations of cultural history. Taking the 
form of video installations, cut-up texts 
and lecture performances, their archival 
image practice is situated at the interzone 
of research, documentary and speculative 
fiction.
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WORK DETAILS

Dark Matter is an ongoing series of video 
works that are informed by research into 
the intersection of cinema and cultural 
theories of hauntology. Begun in 2005, 
each work in this cycle takes the form of 
a séance fiction where encounters are 
staged between the past and future selves 
of a deceased screen star. In the exhibition 
Dark Matter, all three works to date are 
exhibited together for the first time. 

1. THE PHOENIX PORTAL (2005)

Single channel digital video
Dur: 4.56 mins
Colour, sound, 16:9
Materials: Donnie Darko (2001), Explorers 
(1985), Hackers (1995), My Own Private 
Idaho (1991), Tron Legacy VFX concept 
test (2009), Videodrome (1983), Buffalo 
Daughter - 303 Live, Cornelius - Magoo 
Opening, Michael Andrews - Manipulated 
Living, Michael Andrews - Ensurance Trap, 
Trent Reznor - Videodrones; Questions.

A young River Phoenix from the film 
Explorers (1985) opens a wormhole to 
contact his older self in My Own Private 
Idaho (1991). Irrevocably haunted by 
the death of Phoenix in 1993, this work 
summons the paranormal power of 
recorded media to reanimate the dead.

2. AFTER THE RAINBOW (2009)

2-channel digital video
Dur: 5.42 mins
Colour, sound, 4:3
Materials: Donnie Darko (2001), Easter 
Parade (1948), Judy, Frank and Dean: Once 
in a Lifetime (1962), The Manson Family 
(2003), Meet Me in St. Louis (1944), Twin 
Peaks: Fire Walk with Me (1992), Planet 
Terror (2007), Vertigo (1958), The Wizard of 
Oz (1939).

Through a re-imagining of the initial 
sequence of The Wizard of Oz (1939), the 
fantasy world of cinema and the reality of 
Judy Garland’s sad life collide. Instead of 
taking Dorothy to Oz, the twister transports 
a young, hopeful Garland into the future 
where she encounters her disillusioned 
adult self.

3. THE TIME THAT REMAINS (2012)

2-channel digital video
Dur: 11.56 mins
Black & white, sound, 4:3
Materials: Humoresque (1946), Hush… 
Hush, Sweet Charlotte (1964), Jezebel 
(1934), Possessed (1947), Strait-Jacket 
(1964), The Letter (1940), What Ever 
Happened to Baby Jane? (1962), Frédéric 
Chopin - Nocturnes Op.9 No.2, Overlook 
Hotel - As Time Goes By, Thomas Newman 
- Mental Boy.

Joan Crawford and Bette Davis perpetually 
wake to find themselves haunted by their 
own apparitions and terrorized by markers 
of time. Isolated in their own screen space, 
each woman must struggle to reclaim time 
from the gendered discourses of aging that 
mark her as fading and ‘past her prime’.
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